This book gives a description of the major vegetation formations of North and Central America. The book consists of 2 parts. Part 1, about one-quarter of the book, deals with the properties of the vegetation, ecosystem processes and environmental factors, necessary for an understanding of Part 2 which describes the vegetation formations. Perhaps because of Vankat's desire to get on with the second and main part of the book, the first part presents a rather truncated view of a variety of topics and not everyone will be happy with this coverage.
The vegetation formations are described in a uniform and logical way. After a brief introduction, the following topics are covered for each formation: distribution (with map), environment and vegetation. The discussion of the last topic includes sections on communities, adaptations and human impact. Climatic diagrams of the Walter-Lieth type are presented for several stations in each formation.
No uniform criteria were used in recognizing the major vegetation formations, and several include a wide range of conditions. For instance, the boreal forest, the coniferous mountain forests and the forests of the Pacific Coast are grouped together under coniferous forest vegetation. Similarly, the chapter on tropical vegetation includes all tropical vegetation formations. In these cases, subheadings are used to deal with the variety of vegetation, but distribution maps are presented for these heterogeneous categories. Azonal vegetation formations, such as salt marshes, dunes or swamps, are not considered. Flood plains are discussed, but only under 'Deciduous Forests. ' The qualtiy of the coverage is variable, probably reflecting the author's field experience. The chapter on deserts is by far the best, those on grasslands and chaparral are also good, but tropical vegetation and boreal forests receive a much less than adequate treatment. Overall, these descriptions give a good general picture of the conditions. I would have liked to see a discussion of the environmental factors which cause the variation in vegetation patterns within these vegetation formations. Perhaps, this is too much to expect in a blook of this size.
Photographs of the landscape, vegetation, soil or other interesting features accompany the text. The book is well-illustrated with more than 100 photographs and 48 diagrams and graphs. Unfortunately, not all photographs are of high quality, or perhaps much detail was lost byprinting it on non-coated paper to keep the cost of this book low. Apart from this deficiency, the book is attractively published and well-edited. The writing is concise and clear. It also includes a good subject index which includes the common names of plants but not their scientific names.
As a textbook, it fills about the same needs as Heinrich Walter's paperback edition of 'The vegetation of the earth'. Vankat's book gives much more detailed information on the major vegetation zones of North America, but Walter's book will provide students with a better understanding of the vegetation in relation to environmental factors.
This book will be of value to anyone who wants to obtain a general idea of the vegetation of North America. As such, it will be useful as a supplementary text in a variety of, primarily undergraduate, biology courses for which it is intended. A. W. H. Damman, Storrs, Conn.
